
WASHINGTON: SpaceX’s Crew Dragon
capsule splashed down in the Atlantic Ocean
on Friday, completing a NASA demonstration
mission that paves the way for the resump-
tion of manned space flights from the US.
After hours of suspense, the Dragon space-
craft touched down at 8:45 am some 230
miles off the coast of the US state of Florida.

The seven-seat capsule brought its
“crew” of one test dummy back to Earth in
the same way that American astronauts
returned to the planet in the Apollo era in
the 1960s and 1970s, before the 1981-2011
Space Shuttle Program. NASA TV footage
showed the capsule drifting down into the
ocean, its decent slowed by its four main
orange and white parachutes, which gently
folded into the water around it as boats
sped toward the site.

Pending the analysis of flight data,
everything indicated that SpaceX —
founded in 2002 by Elon Musk — had
passed its test from beginning to end, a
result that drew widespread praise. NASA
Administrator Jim Bridenstine hailed the
splashdown, saying it “marked another
milestone in a new era of human space-
flight.” The head of the Russian space
agency Roskosmos sent his congratulations
via Twitter to his “dear colleagues Jim
Bridenstine and Elon Musk!” And former
president Barack Obama noted that it was

his government that launched the commer-
cialization of astronaut space transport.
“We invested in the @Commercial_Crew
program to strengthen the US space pro-
gram for the long haul, and it’s great to see
that happening,” he tweeted.

Launched on March 2 from the Kennedy
Space Center in Florida, Dragon docked at
ISS the following day before successfully
undocking Friday some 250 miles over
Sudan. The re-entry into Earth’s atmos-
phere tested the vehicle’s heat shield for the
first time, and Musk had previously said
that the phase was “probably my biggest
concern.” Even though the capsule came
back to Earth looking like a “toasted
marshmallow” — in the words of SpaceX
engineer Kate Tice — the heat shield held.

Preparation for crewed mission 
While Dragon’s crew member was a

dummy named Ripley this time, the mission
sets the stage for a manned flight, which
will see two US astronauts book a return
trip to the ISS. In June, the capsule’s in-
flight abort system will be put to the test:
the rocket will take off without human pas-
sengers, after which the capsule will eject
using its own engines and return safely in a
simulation of an incident.

“I don’t think we saw really anything in
the mission, so far — and we’ve got to do

the data reviews — that would preclude us
having the crewed mission later this year,”
Steve Stich, deputy program manager at
NASA, said on Friday. Separately, Boeing is
scheduled to carry out an unmanned demo
mission in April of its Starliner capsule.

Both systems must give NASA two inde-
pendent means — and at a lower cost than
that of the Space Shuttle Program — to
access the ISS by 2020. The SpaceX mis-
sion represents the first private venture to
the ISS, as well as the first time a space ves-
sel capable of carrying people was launched
by the US in eight years. Dragon also marks
a return to a “vintage” format: it is the first
US capsule since the pioneering Apollo
program. Capsules have no wings and fall to
Earth, their descent slowed only by para-
chutes — much like the Russian Soyuz craft,
which lands in the steppes of Kazakhstan.

The last generation of US spacecraft, the
space shuttles, landed like airplanes.
Shuttles took American astronauts to space
from 1981 to 2011, but their cost proved
prohibitive, while two of the original four
craft had catastrophic accidents, killing 14
crew members. Until SpaceX and Boeing
are certified by NASA, Russia will continue
to be the only country taking humans to the
ISS. NASA buys seats for its astronauts,
who train with their Russian cosmonaut
counterparts.  —AFP

H e a l t h  &  Te c h n o l o g y Sunday, March 10, 2019

16 Established 1961 

SpaceX capsule back on Earth, paving 
the way for new manned US flights

Chimps’ cultural
diversity threatened
by humans: Study
WASHINGTON: Like humans, chimpanzees are
culturally diverse but those differences are being
eroded by human incursion, international
researchers say in a groundbreaking study pub-
lished Thursday. The striking results, published in
the American journal “Science,” show that the
behavioral diversity of chimpanzees was reduced
by an average 88 percent in areas with the highest
human impact, compared to remote pristine forests. 

In the tropical rainforests and savanna wood-
lands that are the chimpanzees’ natural habitat, the
researchers observed 31 behaviors that were not
universal or innate among chimpanzees and varied
from one group to another, in a total of 144 chim-
panzee communities studied in 17 Equatorial
African countries where the animals live. Reflecting
the diversity, not all communities of chimpanzees
use the same tools to hunt or dig. Neither do they
extract termites and ants in the same way. Ditto for
honey and nuts. Their use of stones, ponds and
caves also varies.

Researchers assume this diversity is passed
between individuals within the group. They based

their findings on existing studies supplemented
with their own field observations of 46 communities
over the past nine years. Such data had never
before been compiled on chimpanzee behavior, the
researchers said. Until now, scientists have focused
on the loss of genetic diversity, or human-caused
population decline. 

Their findings mean that the more humans dis-
turbed the environment with roads, infrastructure,
deforestation, agriculture, plantations and so on,
the less chimpanzee behavior was diverse. For
instance, researchers have observed areas where
nut cracking had ceased. “These are very noisy
behaviors, and hunters could locate you easily,”
Hjalmar Kuehl, an ecologist at the German iDiv
research center and the Max Planck Institute for
Evolutionary Anthropology, told AFP as a hypothe-
sis of why the behavior may have been lost.

Another example of noisy and potentially vul-
nerable behavior: “accumulative stone throwing”
by chimpanzees in Guinea-Bissau, a form of com-
munication where chest-pumping apes throw
rocks at trees. Fishing for algae with sticks, seen in
Guinea, is also threatened by encroaching humans.
“Our findings suggest that strategies for the con-
servation of biodiversity should be extended to
include the protection of animal behavioral diver-
sity as well,” said Kuehl. He proposes to create
“Chimpanzee cultural heritage sites,” a concept
that can be extended to other species with high
degrees of cultural variability, including orang-
utans or whales. —AFP


